
Major NPS pollutants addressed by watershed based plans 

 

Sediment 

 

Sediment (loose soil) includes silt (fine particles) and suspended solids (larger particles). Sediment 
may enter surface waters from eroding streambanks, and surface runoff due to improper plant cover 
on urban and rural land. Sediment creates turbidity (cloudiness) in water bodies, reducing the amount 
of light reaching lower depths, which can inhibit growth of submerged aquatic plants and 
consequently affect species which are dependent on them, such as fish and shellfish. High turbidity 
levels also inhibit drinking water purification systems. Sediment can also be discharged from multiple 
different sources. Sources include construction sites (although these are point sources, which can be 
managed with erosion controls and sediment controls), agricultural fields, stream banks, and highly 
disturbed areas.   
 

WBPs that address sediment call for load reductions from agriculture, sub-urban and urban 
development issues. 

 
Toxic contaminants and chemicals 

 

Compounds including heavy metals like lead, mercury, zinc, and cadmium, iron and aluminum (the 
most prevalent), organics like polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons 
(PAHs), fire retardants, and other substances are resistant to breakdown. These contaminants can 
come from a variety of sources including human sewage sludge, mining operations, vehicle emissions, 
fossil fuel combustion, urban runoff, industrial operations and landfills. Toxic chemicals mainly include 
organic compounds and inorganic compounds. These compounds include pesticides like DDT, acids, 
and salts that have severe effects to the ecosystem and waterbodies. These compounds can threaten 
the health of both humans and aquatic species while being resistant to environmental breakdown, 
thus allowing them to persist in the environment. These toxic chemicals could come from croplands, 
nurseries, orchards, building sites, gardens, lawns and landfills. Acids and salts mainly are inorganic 
pollutants from irrigated lands, mining operations, urban runoff, industrial sites and landfills. 
 

WBPs that address mining call for metal and acidity load reductions from abandoned mine lands.  
There are not areas where the other types of toxics mentioned above are causing disturbance. 

 
Pathogens 

 

Pathogens are bacteria and viruses that can be found in water and cause diseases in humans. 
Typically, pathogens cause disease when they are present in public drinking water supplies. Coliform 
bacteria and fecal matter may also be detected in runoff. These bacteria are a commonly used 
indicator of water pollution, but not an actual cause of disease. Pathogens may contaminate runoff 
due to poorly managed livestock operations, faulty septic systems, improper handling of pet waste, 
the over application of human sewage sludge, contaminated storm sewers, and sanitary sewer 
overflows. 
 

WBPs that address bacteria call for load reductions for faulty septic systems, lack of treatment 
and/or agricultural operations. 
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